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Do Public Schools
Fail Girls?
A New Look at Gender Equity
The mission of the Public
Education Network is to create
systems of public education that
result in high achievement for
every child.
The Network works to educate
the nation about the relationship
between school quality and the
quality of community and public
life. Equal opportunity, access to
quality public schools, and an
informed citizenry are all critical
components of a democratic
society. The Network’s goal is
to ensure that the availability of
high-quality public education is
every child’s right and not a
privilege.
The achievement of that goal is
dependent upon public support
for substantial structural changes
at every level in the nation’s
public school systems. This
includes making significant
changes in how schools are
funded, overhauling curriculum
and assessment practices,
ensuring authority and decision-
making at the school level,
providing ongoing professional
development for teachers, and
building relationships between
citizens, schools, and the
communities they serve. For
more information on the Network,
call 202-628-7460.
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MISSION STATEMENT
Introduction
The research is clear and conclusive. Strong and consistent public opinion also
reinforces the fact many of America’s public schools fail to provide a fair and
equitable education to all children, especially poor children, children of color, and
girls. Gender equity is now on the national education reform radar screen. How-
ever, emerging research confirms growing achievement gaps by gender in areas
such as technology, math, and the sciences. In an effort to mobilize parents and
communities to address these critical issues, the Public Education Network (in
partnership with local education funds) and the Metropolitan Life Foundation
joined forces to generate public discussion about local efforts to increase student
achievement through gender equity.
The Public Education Network (PEN) received funding from Metropolitan Life
Foundation (MetLife) to conduct an initiative focused on gender equity issues.
PEN awarded grants to 10 local education finds (LEFs) to assist in spreading
results from the 1997 MetLife Survey of the American Teacher on gender equity
nationwide. LEFs are the ideal partner for this work as their grassroots credibility
allows them to lead in a manner that generates in-depth discussions about the
study’s implications within a local context. The initiative’s mission required that
the ten LEF sites:
l Disseminate the National Survey Findings
l Engage in Community Dialogues
l Discuss the National Survey Data, and
l Begin to Formulate Local Action Plans.
www.PublicEducation.org
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During PEN’s 1998 Annual Conference, Public
Education: Breaking the Cycle of Poverty, a
workshop was convened to examine gender
issues in public education and explore gender
equity’s impact on family involvement programs
and teacher professional development. Each site
shared their experiences and the challenges they
faced in the dissemination and discussion phases
of their work. During this workshop, the sites
shared what their next steps were in this project.
Three main topics were discussed:
l How to Focus Community/Public Atten-
tion on Gender Equity (particularly given
the need to also address issues of racial
and ethnic equity)
l How Data Can Be Used to Define a Clear
Message about Gender Equity, and
l How Professional Development Activities
Educate Teachers about Gender Equity.
This report summarizes the LEF experiences
that were shared at the conference workshop.
The findings reveal both the unique circum-
stances embedded in each site, as well as the
community strategies undertaken in looking at
gender equity in their public schools.
The Missing Piece: Community
Involvement
A survey of national research on gender equity
indicates the need for changes in training,
behavior, and expectations of performance in
five main areas:
l Curriculum Reform
l Teacher Professional Development
l Testing and Assessment
l Teacher Certification
l Requirements for Graduation
Missing from the national literature is a focus
on involving and engaging the community
around taking seriously the threat posed by the
continued perpetuation of inequities by gender.
Creating links between schools and communi-
ties is in every school’s best interest. The com-
munity offers leverage, knowledge, and sup-
port in identifying and meeting the needs of
all students.
Getting the Public to Think About Girls’
Academic Success
Multiple LEF sites had receptive audiences.
However, a few sites encountered difficulty in
securing the attention of vital stakeholders such
as school boards, parents, advisory bodies, and
teachers. The common rationale and justifica-
tion was the other issues were deemed to be of
higher importance and more pressing concern.
Some sites reported a perception that gender
equity was not broken out from the more global
concern over student achievement. Other indi-
cated limited available time for adding yet an-
other concern to already crowded agendas. The
major competing priority for sites was an over-
whelming concern over race and ethnicity and
student performance. Other school priorities
included attention to overall student equity, job
readiness, and reading skills. As a result of these
initial barriers to dialogue, the sites adjusted
their gender equity messages to accommodate
local concerns by working within existing local
initiatives by adding a gender component and/
or by defining gender inequalities by racial/eth-
nic groups.
Race and ethnic inequalities in student
achievement are huge issues in Atlanta (GA),
Worcester (MA), Los Angeles (CA), and
Oakland (CA). Many LEF boards and advisory
bodies in these communities sought to focus on
race-specific problems. In Atlanta, the
PIPElines is a publication
of Partners in Public
Education (PIPE). PIPE
promotes high levels of
academic achievement for
all children in Memphis
City Schools.
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performance differentials were more apparent
by race over gender. Math performance varied
by only two percent between girls and boys. But,
performance differed a whopping twenty percent
by race. Atlanta restated the concern of gender
inequality in a different light, summed up best in
the disturbing term “girl grandmothers.” This
phrase referred to path facing many girls emerging
from a student population with a dropout rate of
40 percent and an average age for new
grandmothers of 34 years.
In Worcester, discussions about barriers facing
girls shifted to concerns about the lack of ser-
vices and achievement for Latino and African-
American students. Worcester’s public dialogue
identified cultural influences on Latina students
(generalized as parental expectations of family
roles, instead of college) as contributing to hin-
dered school performance. As a next step,
Worcester plans on “infusing gender and racial
equity into other programs” instead of treating
the issue of gender separately. The goal is to
help the Latino and African-American popula-
tion better see the relationship between gender,
race, and achievement.
In Los Angeles, the equity dialogue introduced
the perspective that gender equity should not
be discussed separately the racial and cultural
context in which girls are raised. The Oakland
site immediately focused on the race issue in
response a large Asian student body. The na-
tional MetLife survey did not specifically ad-
dress this racial group. Oakland disaggregated
data and presented it according to race/ethnicity
and is taking the additional step of compiling
data on Asian students in order to reflect the
area’s diverse cultural character.
Several sites reported different experiences. In
rural Shelburne Falls, with a largely white stu-
dent census, the focus on gender equity was
readily achieved. Providence saw the issue to
move to a predominant concern over one aspect
of gender equity, sexual harassment. In Mem-
phis, the MetLife survey met a receptive audi-
ence since the community’s policy agenda was
already focused on a recent local report on gen-
der equity. This report emphasizes the need for
teen pregnancy prevention and school-to-work
preparedness public school girls—a majority of
whom are African Americans.
When findings from LEFs’ local efforts were
compared to the findings of the MetLife na-
tional survey. A number of common findings
emerged:
l As the national survey reports, LEFs also
find that girls are now performing better
academically across subject areas, but
major gaps still exist in areas such as use
of technology, specifically computers.
l LEFs found that, in many cases, minor-
ity males, especially African American
and Latinos, are performing behind whites
and minority females.
l Girls are having a more difficult time than
boys in adjusting to peer pressure espe-
cially when it comes to sexual relation-
ships.
l Students across sites feel that some teach-
ers display favoritism and prejudice in
favor of boys, especially in science
classes.
Both teachers and students feel that although
academic performance is sometimes the basis
for preferential treatment, there are issues of
gender, race and class in determining overall
student performance and success.
Complicating Factors
While gender bias is generally identified with
concern for female student performance, many
sites discussed gender issues in terms of low
self-esteem and low-performance of minority
males.
In Los Angeles, discussion of the MetLife sur-
vey raised the perspective that a focus on girls’
achievement might be unjustified given that
African-American and Latino boys were report-
edly in need of more positive attention given
their high rates of suspension, retention, and
“My mother raised eight kids. She was with my father
three years, but she raised all of us by herself. She went
to college. She went to school. She did everything. So,
she is my role model.”
Middle School Girl, Providence, RI
4    Lessons from the Field
placement in lower level classes. Cleveland also
identified minority male goals and expectations
as an important local issue. Outlining the prob-
lem within this broader framework provided
sites with a message more reflective of local
concerns and hopefully more likely to get heard.
A Role for School Boards and Activists
Across the ten sites, schools boards showed
various levels of responsiveness to hearing about
gender equity. Community advisory groups and
other forums tended to be more open.
Advisory groups and community forums (like
PTAs and other parent organizations) were noted
as being responsive platforms to present gender
data. Individuals attending these forums tend
to be more invested in issues of quality educa-
tion for all kids. A particular advantage of com-
municating with established groups is that they
have mobilized members and constituents, many
of whom are key local stakeholders. Tapping
into their mailings to disseminate information
about the MetLife effort proved a cost-efficient
strategy. A limitation of such groups, however,
is that they tend to be self-selected. They are
not always reflective of the larger school com-
munity. Los Angeles has the nation’s second
largest school system with nearly 700,000 stu-
dents, 668 schools, and over 30,000 teachers.
For them, the most efficient way to maximize
exposure to the survey among community stake-
holders was to conduct outreach to teachers as
part of existing programs and communications
efforts (i.e., Internet newsletters. listservs, and
gender equity staff development training).
Building Upon Your Strengths
Many sites have current efforts that have de-
fined gender-related concerns in the context of
local concerns. Working within these existing
frameworks—which include both community-
wide school improvement efforts and policy
initiatives with school system partners—makes
sense for some sites as they focus attention on
the MetLife survey and gender equity issues.
l The San Francisco Education Fund’s
“Community Conversations,” established
in 1997 as a university/foundation/LEF
initiative, stimulates public discourse on
public education. Gender equity in
schools is one of the key topics.
l Grand Rapids’ “Communities for Equity”
was created to ensure equity in athletic
programming by full implementation of
Title IX. This effort has broadened its fo-
cus to address curriculum and career is-
sues and provided an entry point for the
MetLife effort. In this case, local leaders
felt that attention toward the MetLife sur-
vey would not have happened without the
support of the Title IX mandate.
l Memphis was already engaged in public
discussions about female achievement.
This issue was not being driven by con-
cerns over gender inequality in education.
Rather, the motivator is shared public
concern over teen pregnancy and school-
to-work transitions. Another concern is
the local impact of welfare reform on low-
income families. A leadership committee
was formed in partnership with the uni-
versity research center. The committee
agreed to continue focussing research on
developmental issues that hinder girls’
academic success and engage public dis-
cussions on these findings along with the
MetLife survey.
l In Los Angeles, site representatives met
with top school system administrators
about working together to implement the
Educational Equity Compliance require-
ment under Title IX. They were successful
Tips for Informing the Community
About Gender Equity:
l A regular presence at community meetings
l Be tenacious
l Issue regular updates on obstacles and progress
l Provide clear explanations of research and local data
l Use inclusive and non-sexist language
l Demand high expectations for subject area mastery
by all students and teachers
l Recruit women for leadership and coaching jobs
l Ask female students to talk publicly about the
challenges they face
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in crafting a staff development session for
selected district educators on gender
equity. Nearly one-fourth of the system’s
clusters were up for Title IX review in
1998-99 and needed to comply with this
requirement. They represented an
audience of principals and teacher leaders
that would have otherwise been very
difficult to convene. The MetLife survey
was presented in the staff development
training. The potential exists for this
primary audience to, in turn, conduct
similar training in their schools and reach
nearly one-third of the system’s teachers.
l The Cleveland Education Fund took a dif-
ferent approach. They incorporated discus-
sion of MetLife-identified issues within a
new teacher-initiated research project that
identifies specific impacts of gender issues
on literacy and reading choices for middle
school students. As Cleveland’s public
schools were in the midst of a disruptive
municipal takeover and a massive admin-
istrative restructuring, this focused approach
represented the only means of drawing at-
tention to gender equity.
Making Data Useful and Interesting
Multiple sites (Los Angeles, Memphis, and
Shelburne Falls) used national data from the
MetLife survey as a key piece of information in
defining the nature of gender inequality in their
schools. Some sites combined the MetLife sur-
vey results with local data to begin the process
of problem solving. Memphis, for example, re-
lated MetLife survey results to an existing local
report on female achievement.
However, the national data raised various chal-
lenges for some sites. In some communities,
gender equity was not a priority—as it had not
been previously documented locally as a prob-
lem—in terms of both student achievement and
teacher performance. In some communities, the
national data were challenged as not being re-
flective of the community. As a positive step
(although sometimes perceived as stalling and
resistance), some insistence was made for col-
lecting local data.
A new set of difficulties arose in actually
compiling data locally. Generally, sites reported
difficulty in collecting student data. Teachers
were willing survey participants and their data
provided a wealth of information for planning
future responses.
National Results, Local Concerns
Some sites concluded it was not wise or effec-
tive to use the national MetLife survey results
to define the nature of the area’s gender equity
concerns. Particular concerns, were that national
data failed to account for some confounding
factors such as race and differences in student
ages. Sites like Atlanta, Oakland, and Worces-
ter reported initial local perceptions that national
findings did not reflect local conditions. Feed-
back in Worcester included some concerns that
the national data contradicted findings from
other research.
In taking issue with the MetLife survey, some
voices in Atlanta pointed out that African-
American girls actually feel more empowered
than boys do. Although high dropout rate and
teenage pregnancy rates point to existing dan-
gers for girls. For Oakland—a city with a large
Asian population—non-inclusion of Asians in the
national report on minority students was a tremen-
dous hurdle to overcome. The misperception of
overall Asian exceptionalism continues to be a bar-
rier to getting extra
help for Asian students
who fall behind.
Instead of being divi-
sive, the non-inclu-
sion of local factors
often served as a cata-
lyst for local discus-
sions. Some sites
chose to repeat the
MetLife survey lo-
cally (in whole or
part), conduct focus
groups, relate it to
existing studies, and
engage in further
community dialogue.
In Oakland—where
one-third of students
do not speak English
as their first
The Metropolitan Life
Survey of the American
Teacher, 1997, was
conducted for the
Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company by Louis Harris
and Associates, Inc. from
April 22 to June 11, 1997.
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language —an initial effort was to translate the
MetLife report into Cantonese, Vietnamese, and
Spanish to make findings more accessible. A
common reaction in Atlanta was concern that
the national profile was radically different from
their area given its largely African-American and
poor student body, and a teaching staff
comprised mostly of older African-American
women. However, awareness of ongoing efforts
to collect Atlanta-based data has kept the door
open to dialogue.
Translating Talk Into Action
The discussions were far from easy. In most
communities gender equity remains a sensitive
topic for people to discuss. However, with the
LEF taking the lead, and by using student
achievement as a focus in these conversations,
community members were able to discuss key
issues within a school and community setting.
Some of the recommendations identified across
sites included:
l Eliminating Teacher Bias
Given the difficulty of individuals to self-
report bias, sites reported that teaching
methods must enable teachers to discuss
and uncover their biases in an
unthreatening manner. Shelburne Falls
held workshops to present perceptions in
a non-combative manner, using self-
discovery. Professional development
needs to be more encompassing and
oriented toward building effective
classroom relationships. Teachers
continue to have an impact on student
performance, but this correlation extends
beyond classroom performance. Teachers
need to be reoriented toward class
interaction, gender sensitivity, and
cultural competence. Across sites,
discussants felt that their public school
teachers are well versed in their respective
subject areas and are knowledgeable about
curriculum development and pedagogy;
however, the respondent also felt that
teachers need to relate to students in terms
of individuality and academic need. The
San Francisco Education Fund noted that
70 percent of California teachers are
prepared at state colleges and universities,
which have an accreditation standard on
gender equity. An additional barrier: 40
percent of California teachers are
“emergency credentials” and not subject
to set training requirements.
Many teachers self-report the lack of skill
and training in conducting self-assess-
ments. Common examples of teacher gen-
der bias include: calling on boys to set up
technical equipment and asking girls to
clean up; and giving boys more time to an-
swer questions and provide feedback. Oak-
land reported that teacher perceptions of bias
varied according to race of the teacher, pri-
marily along white and black lines.
In Atlanta, the teacher census is mostly
African-American women serving a pre-
dominantly African-American student
population. On this basis, this would ap-
pear to present an unlikely situation for
bias, particularly toward girls, but Atlanta
teachers report that they expect only 25
percent of their students to attend college,
which might be interpreted as a low ex-
pectations bias toward their charges. At-
lanta representatives reported that this low
expectation was particularly troubling since
college is free to all Georgia students gradu-
ating with a B or above grade point average
and Atlanta is the home to many colleges,
including a large number of traditionally
black colleges and universities.
l Train and Involve Parents
Parent-teacher partnerships are needed to
provide students with a supportive learn-
ing environment. Participants in the local
discussions feel that parents play an im-
portant role in extending the education of
children beyond the schools. Parents, in
partnership with teachers, must take the
lead in connecting learning within the
school and learning within the “real
world.” In terms of gender equity, many
parents feel that it is their responsibility
“I think being a boy is easier than being a girl. The
boys can do everything. They can do whatever. They
can’t get pregnant.”
Middle School Girl, Providence, RI
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to ensure that boys and girls have the
same options for self-development and
educational advancement.
l Welcome Community Participation
Community involvement is key to chang-
ing attitudes and perceptions about stu-
dent performance and achievement, not
just among teachers, but everyone whose
work impacts the lives of children. Teach-
ers and parents are not the only adults
whom student see and emulate. Role
models play a key part in children’s lives.
Media, community political and social
leaders, and other adults need to work
hand in hand to provide all children with
equal opportunities to allow them to ex-
cel in the field of their choice.
l More Information Needed
Sites need more research on developing
effective teaching and determining how
systems can ensure equity. More infor-
mation on the interrelationship of race,
class, and student achievement is needed.
For example, in some sites, participants
felt that race played a more significant
part in determining student performance.
In others, class was a major issue espe-
cially concerning school resources and
access to high quality education equip-
ment and materials.
Next Steps
Local action across the sites is providing more
attention and effort to address issues raised in
the local discussions.  These are:
1) Professional Development
LEFs in all ten sites have been implementing
teacher/principal professional development ac-
tivities as a major function of their
organization’s work. The MetLife opportunity,
however, proved that addressing equity issues
in all aspects of the training could further en-
hance professional development. These pro-
grams should highlight the need for teachers to
develop strong interpersonal skills and increase
their capacity to maximize the potential of all
students in their class. Models of comprehen-
sive and content-based professional develop-
ment need to be identified, implemented and
evaluated.
2) Parent Leadership
The engagement of parents to bring about high
levels of achievement for all students is an impor-
tant task. However, the critical part of this task is
getting parents and teachers working together to
create a seamless learning environment that is re-
inforced by groups through the process of joint
learning. Parents need to create rich learning ex-
periences for students beyond the schools and work
with teachers and other caregivers to ensure that
avenues for high achievement are present at all
times for all children. Teachers, in turn, need to
solicit parents’ feedback and draw on their exper-
tise about students and the wider community.
3) Community Engagement
Other role models, social service organizations,
employers, political and social leaders, and the
media all need to come together and support an
environment that fosters learning and wide oppor-
tunities for both girls and boys to advance in their
chosen areas of interest.
Parents and teachers do
not work in a vacuum.
Social structures need
to be re-shaped and re-
structured to minimize
those factors (e.g., bi-
ases) that undermine
student potential. Some
sites are planning to
implement more town
meetings and forums.
Some LEFs are look-
ing at implementing
media campaigns. Oth-
ers propose to create
business and school
p a r t n e r s h i p s ,
mentoring programs
and coalitions to ad-
dress gender inequity
in public schools.
“The only way to get equality is for two people to get
the same thing at the same time at the same place.”
The Honorable Thurgood Marshall
(U.S. Supreme Court Justice)
A Fair Shake is a public
discussion about how
boys and girls learn
differently. It’s sponsored
by the Mary Lyon
Education Fund with
funding from MetLife
through the Public
Education Network.
8    Lessons from the Field
4) Research
Some sites are intrigued by the fact that there is
inadequate local information regarding girls’
achievement in advanced courses. Some are in-
terested in girls’ educational performance in col-
lege. There is also a need to identify the posi-
tive features in those public schools where girls
are performing at the same or higher levels as
boys. There are indeed schools across sites
where girls are performing at high levels, gar-
nering high SAT scores, and getting high grades.
There are also schools where both minority and
white students regardless of gender are perform-
ing at high levels. What do these schools look
like? How do teachers in these schools teach
and interact with their students? What accounts
for their success? The sites wanted to take the
MetLife study one step further so that their com-
munities were able to understand both positive
and negative trends regarding achievement
among girls in our public schools.
5) Policy Development
Improvements in teaching, changes in classroom
dynamics and better relationships between teach-
ers, students and parents need to be elevated to a
systemic level. This can be done, according to most
sites, by promoting and advocating certain poli-
cies. LEFs, having been oriented to the five policy
areas of school governance, finance, educational
leadership, curriculum and assessment, and com-
munity involvement, now have the capacity to
create a policy framework to address the issue of
gender equity. These LEFs plan to: 1) partner with
advocacy groups at both the local and state levels;
2) continue to present gender equity issues in their
own LEF board meetings as well as to their school
boards; 3) help their local schools to develop poli-
cies on gender-related issues such as sexual ha-
rassment and discrimination; and 4) continue to
assess the status of gender equity in their public
schools by analyzing data on student performance.
Just Getting Started
As a result of the PEN/MetLife partnership, ten
communities have initiated strategic action to
address the issue of gender equity in their public
schools. The implementation of these action
plans will pave the way for strong professional
development, parent leadership, community
engagement, research and policy development.
Taken separately, these components will ensure
effective programs to increase awareness of
gender equity issues in schools. Linked together,
they offer a systemic approach to addressing
gender equity issues and ensuring high
achievement levels for all children.
TIPS FOR TEACHERS
Gender equity researchers offer strategies that can help teachers
reach both female and male learners. For example:
l Increase the time you wait for an answer. Boys are more likely to
raise their hand first. Allowing more time will increase the
opportunity for female students to respond as well.
l Give girls more feedback. Boys tend to get more and longer
responses from teachers than girls do.
l Avoid gender segregated activities, like “boys against girls”
spelling bees.
l Visual aids, textbooks, and bulletin boards should represent
women and minorities in a variety of non-traditional roles.
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